Pulmonary arterial dissections and ruptures: to be considered in patients with pulmonary arterial hypertension presenting with cardiogenic shock or sudden death.
Four unusual cases of sudden death due to pulmonary arterial hypertension complicated by dissection and/or rupture of the main pulmonary artery are reported. The patients, 3 males and 1 female, ranged from 17 to 77 years old. Each had chronic pulmonary arterial hypertension, marked pulmonary arterial dilation and degenerative medial changes of the large elastic pulmonary arteries. The first patient had a partial thickness tear of the main pulmonary artery with local dissection without external rupture and died of shock. The other three patients died after external rupture of the main pulmonary artery, based on a full thickness tear in one case, a small dissection in another and extensive dissection in the third. In the setting of pulmonary arterial hypertension, dissection, rupture, or dissection and rupture of the pulmonary artery should be considered in the differential diagnosis when patients present in cardiogenic shock or with sudden death.